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who applauded my idea of a naked laird
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Hardly a Gentleman


“Are you always this trusting?”


She fell back a step. “If you mean to be wicked, I shall run away. But actually”—she inspected his face carefully—“I’m not afraid of you.” She smiled triumphantly. “You don’t desire me, and I can tell.”


His tool had recovered from the icy loch and was making its interest known—because she was wrong, wrong, wrong. “I’ve never forced myself on a woman,” he said with disgust. “I was talking about the way you showed up here with not more than a few scraps of flimsy stuff covering your bosom.”


This time she laughed, a beautiful sound. “That’s funny … I can’t tell you why, but it is.”


“It’s the truth,” he said flatly. “You’re an idiot to stand near a naked man while wearing that gown.”


“You’re not—”


He saw the exact moment that she remembered he was wearing nothing under his kilt.


“All right,” she conceded. “I’ll take your advice the next time I encounter a naked man in a stream.” Her lips tilted up into a smile.


Caelan had the mad thought that kissing her lips would be a good idea, so he turned on his heel and started walking down the path. He’d been so tempted that he almost reached out for her, pulling her against his chest and then settling into a deep kiss, a searching one that would have her trembling against him.


Bloody hell.


She was married.













CHAPTER 1



April 10, 1803


Scotland


Caelan Eneas MacCrae, Laird of CaerLaven, was up to his thighs in freezing water, his bollocks flinching with every splash.


Spring was finally fighting off winter: the heather was turning purple, and he had a hatful of wild garlic sprouts waiting for the two trout he’d already caught.


Aware of a dim feeling—icy bawbag or no—that life didn’t get much better, he flipped his long rod forward and let the silk spin out, his fly splashing down with a sound better than bagpipes or trumpets.


His sister’s voice interrupted the delicate process of snapping his rod just enough to set his fly bobbing. “You’ll catch your death, standing in that loch like a naked gowk.”


Caelan bit back a curse, turning his head to find Fiona on the bank in a muddy dress, hair blown out around her face like red clover. She must have walked across the two fields separating his estate from that of his brother-in-law, Rory McIntyre.


“Turn around if you dinnae want to see me in the altogether,” he said by way of greeting, beginning to reel in his line. Fiona wouldn’t pay him a visit unless she wanted something, and she wouldn’t leave until they’d argued it out. He was stubborn, but his sister was twice as obstinate.


She threw a dramatic hand over her eyes. “What would Mother say?”


Mother would have ranted. The poor woman had waged a relentless, failing campaign to civilize her family.


“She’d be calling on the world, the flesh, and the devil,” Fiona said, answering herself. “All of them in one package, when the laird himself is naked in the out-of-doors, teasing local lasses with his muscled thighs and burly chest, with nary a fig leaf covering the family jewels.”


“There’s naught but my crofters between here and the village,” Caelan said, tossing his rod onto the bank. “They have more to do than gawp at me.”


“My better half wants one of those newfangled twirly things,” Fiona said, pointing to Caelan’s reel. “I suppose I might get him one for his birthday, except I wouldn’t want the maids admiring Rory’s naked arse in a stream.”


“As I said, there’s no one to see. I have only Mrs. Baldy, and she—”


“I regret to tell you that I had a dispute with that woman over rotten mutton, and she’s left in a huff.”


“Bloody hell.” He plucked his kilt from a bush, buckled it on, and turned to pull his creel out of the stream. “She’s the first housekeeper who stayed more than a few weeks.”


“I threw the mutton over the wall,” Fiona said, “thereby saving you from a nasty death by dysentery. According to her, she’s been feeding you porridge—”


“Nothing wrong with that.”


“Porridge, cabbage soup, pigs’ thinkers—which she clarified as brains—and mutton stew.”


“Sounds right,” Caelan said, going down on his haunches next to the flat boulder he used for cleaning fish. “I cook trout myself, and otherwise I don’t care much what I eat.”


A fact his sister knew perfectly well.


“How’s the Bean?”


“You have to stop calling him that. Alfie is seven years old and tall for his age.” Fiona squatted down beside him, pulling a knife from her skirts and slicing open a trout while he started on the other.


“And?”


“He’s a pain in the arse,” she said darkly.


“He seemed fine at the kirk last Sunday.”


“He’s obsessed by his pet chicken, Wilhelmina. He says that he can tell from her expression that laying an egg is hideously painful, ‘like passing a shite the size of a boulder.’”


Caelan’s bellow of laughter echoed over the water.


“Aye, you can guffaw,” Fiona said. “You don’t have a son who refuses to eat chickens or eggs.”


“What kind of chicken is Wilhelmina?” Caelan asked, still grinning.


“A silkie, so called: a chicken with a mop of white feathers on top of its head. A grifter at the market rooked Alfie into believing she is half rabbit, half chicken.”


Caelan groaned. “That’s so wrong.”


“Rory offered to turn her into rabbit-chicken stew, which resulted in tears and screaming accusations of cruelty, capped by Alfie being sent to bed with bread and milk for supper.”


“Happened to you many a time without stunting your growth.”


“And to you,” his sister retorted. “I do understand the appeal of the carnivorous wilderness, Caelan. But—and I mean this—would it emasculate you to live in a sanitary dwelling? With a pantry that had more than a few withered carrots and some flyblown mutton?”


“There’s a partridge hanging off a hook in the courtyard,” Caelan objected. “And these fine trout. What more do I need?” He meant that sincerely. The castle was merely a place to live and food just something to eat.


“A housekeeper, a cook, two housemaids, and a scullery maid,” his sister said, flipping gills into the heather.


He hated fuss and noise, which servants brought along with them. “Mrs. Baldy was no bother. She made a cup of tea when I shouted for one and didn’t mind serving me outside.”


“Aye, but she’s gone, remember?”


“I’ll have to hire another housekeeper,” Caelan said, resigned. “And a maid or two.”


“You’ll have to start wearing a shirt. Decent women aren’t used to seeing brawny chests. A pair of smalls under your kilt, as well.”


“I don’t see any reason to stain a shirt with fish guts if I can avoid it.”


Fiona sighed. “You can’t live like this.”


“All signs are that I can.”


“The castle is filthy.”


“That’s an exaggeration,” he said, wondering if it was. He didn’t tend to notice dirt.


“Your study is littered with books, fifteen dirty teacups, piles of horsehair, and drifts of foolscap around your desk. I assume from the horsehair that you’re still writing a guide to fly-fishing?”


“That, and a book about Scottish whisky.”


“I dinnae know how you survive without an estate manager. Father was besieged by crofters on open days.”


Their father had refused to make repairs of any kind and had spent open days brawling with his tenants. Caelan considered himself lucky to have escaped his father’s red hair and temper, along with his tightfistedness. The former laird would have exploded with rage if he knew about the money his heir had sunk into improvements.


The upshot was that CaerLaven crofters could support themselves and their children, not merely by farming but also by brewing small batch whisky. “I don’t find the crofters unreasonable.”


Fiona tossed two fillets into the creel, rinsed her hands in the stream, and carefully wiped her knife on the moss.


“Lunch?” Caelan suggested.


“I’d be taking my life in my hands eating anything from that kitchen.”


“I do my cooking on the courtyard hearth. Look, I found wild garlic.”


“All right,” Fiona said, shaking out the skirts of her riding habit. “I can’t believe you’re using that fireplace. I remember Mother refusing to allow the cook to go near it on the grounds that we were no longer living in the dark ages.”


“It works,” Caelan said, leaving it at that. “Why are you paying me a visit, Fiona? The Bean’s not the first nor the last laddie to be obsessed by shite.”


“I mean to talk to you seriously about your future,” his sister declared.


“Ah, bloody hell,” he muttered, picking up the creel and his rod. Sure enough, she lectured him about the benefits of marriage all the way back to the castle, not even stopping when they got home.


“There’s a good example of what I mean,” she said, pointing at some large stones lying under the south tower.


Castle CaerLaven was one of the smallest castles in the country, but it was one of the oldest as well. To Caelan’s mind, it had everything a castle should have: two towers linked by a stone rectangle set at right angles, and an interior courtyard with room to house fifty crofters if the MacCraes were ever besieged.


Which they never were, being as his ancestors had been quick with a claymore and more than capable of fending off aggressive clans and stray Englishmen who thought to steal CaerLaven land.


“What do the rocks have to do with this wife you’re proposing?”


“CaerLaven is going to rack and ruin,” Fiona declared, crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re letting our ancient holding decay inside and out.”


“I am not,” he said, stung. “Those stones were left over from repairing the battlements in the north tower, and they’ll be used for the south in the summer. I’ve had the stonework repointed and most of the beams replaced. Remember how the nursery ceiling was always sifting wood rot?”


“The nursery won’t be the same without that frightful creaking during windstorms,” Fiona said nostalgically. “I always pretended that I was sailing the seven seas, not realizing I was in mortal danger.”


“Mortal danger is an exaggeration. Magnus got up in both towers and tapped the beams. The termites haven’t weakened the structure.”


Fiona rolled her eyes; their mother’s injunctions against graceless gestures never caught on with her. “The castle is decaying inside, if not outside. There’s a foul, boggin smell in the kitchen. I swear our chicken coop is in better shape.”


“You already made your point about a housekeeper.”


“Yes, but a wife keeps a housekeeper. You rattle around like a pea in a pod, not even noticing your surroundings. I worry for your sanity.”


Caelan pushed open the front door, refusing to dignify that foolishness with an answer. Fretting over nonsense like a smell in the kitchen was a waste of time.


“And your body as well,” his sister continued, walking into the castle before him. “Eating little more than porridge and pigs’ thinkers. Did’ya never wonder what happened to the rest of the pig—which you undoubtedly paid for?”


He frowned.


“Mrs. Baldy was selling some lovely bacon out the back door, I’ve no doubt,” Fiona declared. “I know you hate fussing, but bow to the inevitable, Caelan: I’ve decided you need a wife. What kind of lass would you consider? I’m not talking about the women down at the tavern.”


“I will not marry again,” he said, as firmly as possible.


Fiona turned and put a hand on his cheek. “Caelan, dearest. I ken you fear losing another wife, but that’s no reason not to live.”


Fire burned under the surface of his skin because he hated it when people talked about Isla.


His sister rattled on. “Don’t I know how much you loved Isla? But it’s going on two years. You’re twenty-seven next month, and the time has come to move on.”


Jesus. She had no intention of giving up.


“You need an heir,” she announced, “and for that you need a wife.”


She was like a damned dog with a bone. Aggravation curled in Caelan’s gut as he lit a fire in the old stone hearth and threw the trout on the rack. “I have an heir. The Bean.”


“Alfie is Rory’s heir, not yours. Remember how he got that name? The Bean was born far too early, and it’s been seven years since he was conceived. I’m thinking the chance of me producing a spare for you is slim.”


“I don’t give a damn about having my own heir. Our lands adjoin, which would make Alfie the only laird in these parts to brew two different whiskies.”


“Sometimes I see that square chin of yours, and I feel as if Father has risen from the grave. You got the best of him otherwise,” Fiona said. “You got his jawline, thick hair, and those gray-blue eyes.”


Thankfully, the trout were cooked to crispy perfection. He dropped them onto a bed of wild garlic. Mrs. Baldy had left a stack of tin plates and some forks on the hearth.


They ate outside at a stone table that had reportedly been used by their ancestors to gut their enemies. More prosaically, in the last two years, he’d got in the habit of eating there unless it was raining or snowing.


“I’ve no plans to marry again,” he stated.


“You have to—”


“I do not have to do anything I damn well don’t want to do. And I don’t want another woman. Ever.” Fiona looked so shaken that Caelan tried to lighten the mood. “No lady knows how to clean a fish the way you do.”


Fiona wrinkled her nose. “Me? I never would have caught a man if Rory hadn’t been right next door, bent on seducing me in the barn.”


“I don’t need to know that!”


Fiona laughed with the confidence of a woman whose husband had fallen in love with her at the age of fourteen. “My point is that I’m rawboned and better suited to being a lumberjack than dancing a quadrille.”


“What’s a quadrille?”


“A new dance that’s all the rage in Edinburgh. Thank God the Bean isn’t a girl. I despair to think what a mess I’d make rearing up a young lady.” She put down her fork, her eyes softening. “I know how you’re feeling, Caelan. You may never fall in love again, not after Isla. She was lovely as a rose in June. The world knows you were desperately in love with her, but it’s been two years.”


He took a bite of trout. “Aye.”


His sister’s smile wobbled. “I’ll never forget when the two of you left the kirk together. The sun came out from behind a cloud, and apple blossoms blew across the churchyard as if the world itself was celebrating how lovely the two of you were together.”


He stood up, picking up his plate and Fiona’s.


“I can’t help worrying about you,” she burst out. “Living alone, turning into a curmudgeonly widower with no one to share your kitchen or your bed.”


Caelan turned around and scowled. “I’m happy as I am, Fiona. Leave it be.”










CHAPTER 2



When the Honorable Miss Clara Vetry’s fourth Season came to an abrupt and ignominious end at a garden party thrown by the Countess of Jersey, everyone in the beau monde agreed that she had no one to blame but herself.


She could have headed off disgrace in any number of ways—by jumping into the Thames, for example, or by throwing herself over a hedge into a neighboring garden. By dropping into a dead faint … or even dying on the spot.


But assaulting a future king?


Not recommended.


“Leave the room the moment Prince George enters,” her mother, Lady Vetry, had ordered at the beginning of the Season. “His attentions are disastrous.”


Clara was already in the habit of running from His Majesty; ever since she caught the Prince of Wales’s eye at her debut ball, the man never stopped hunting her. Every Season he’d grown bolder in his pursuit, more avid in his attentions, wetting his fat little lips in a manner that he apparently considered provocative. One of the lowest points of the previous Season had occurred at Carlton House, when His Majesty drew her aside to admire a Roman vase featuring men with extremely large (and erect) private parts.


She was cautiously dancing a quadrille while trying not to topple off the raised dance floor onto the grass when a butler emerged from the house.


“Attend! His Royal Highness, Prince George Augustus Frederick of Wales,” the butler bawled. He cleared his throat. “Accompanied by Caroline, Princess of Wales.”


Excited chatter replaced the music, but Clara didn’t care why Her Majesty was accompanying her estranged husband to an event hosted by his mistress, Lady Jersey.


Her heart plummeted, and panic fluttered in her stomach as she and the other guests stepped down from the wooden dance floor. No sanctuary could be seen, since the garden was enclosed by tall flowering hedges running down to the Thames. And her mother, Lady Vetry, had retreated indoors to chat with other chaperones.


Horrifyingly, His Majesty caught sight of her and began waving, his red face and unsteady gait suggesting he was already drunk. When His Majesty was sober, he gawked at Clara’s bosom and paid her lavish compliments, but when he was drunk, he was insufferable.


Arguably, at this point Clara should have turned about, run to the bottom of the garden, and thrown herself into the Thames. Instead she froze like a fictional heroine encountering a ghoul.


Lady Jersey hastened toward His Majesty, arms outstretched, uttering little squeals of joy, but the prince tottered down the short flight of steps from the terrace, walking straight past his mistress as if he didn’t see her. All the guests sank into bows and curtsies as His Majesty skirted the dance floor, ignoring them and beaming at Clara.


Despair gripped her, and bollocks, bollocks, bollocks! went through her mind—that being the rudest word that she knew.


“Miss Cherry Vetry!” His Majesty boomed, as he bowed with a wobbly flourish. “My favorite cherub.”


A compliment that was only marginally better than his usual assertion that if she were an actress, he would have bought her a circlet of diamonds by now. Along with her virtue, presumably.


“Where have you been hiding? I find you more ravishing than ever.” Prince George’s eyes fastened on her cleavage. “I approve of this gown.” His voice fell to a throaty whisper. “I would venture to say that I am enthralled by its … elegance.”


Elegance? He was enthralled by her scanty French bodice.


“Miss Clara Vetry, Your Highness,” she murmured, dropping into a curtsy that unfortunately lured him to step closer and gawp at breasts no cherub possessed.


“I know, but you remind me of cherry brandy,” His Majesty replied, slurring. “It’s m’favorite.”


She could have guessed, since the odor was not merely floating from his breath but emanating from his entire body.


“Don’t say another Season began and”—he cast a furtive glance at his wife—“you are still unmarried? The men of this country are fools. A Frenchman would have jumped to it, though of course most of the good ones were beheaded a decade ago.”


Clara had paled from anxiety, but now she felt herself turning a sweaty puce.


“Who wouldn’t want to marry you? You’ve the figure of a pocket Venus. A most delightful arse.” He hiccupped. “If you were an actress—or at the least, married—I’d buy you a house.”


Despair pooled in her gut like acid. There went her fourth Season the way of her first three. A man would have to be daft to court a woman so obviously heralded as a prince’s next mistress.


Clara cleared her throat. “Your Majesty, please—”


He bent close to her ear and whispered, “You need a moment in the limelight, since you’re having trouble popping off the market. My good deed for the day.”


“Please don’t,” Clara gasped.


To her utter horror, he snatched her hand and stepped up to the dance floor, dragging her with him.


“Silence!” he bellowed. “I’ve a mind to entertain.”


A Mozart sonata halted mid-note as the musicians put down their instruments. Out of the corner of her eye, Clara saw Princess Caroline coming down the steps from the terrace. Her heart pounded in her throat, and blood rushed to her head so quickly that she felt dizzy. “I—I—”


“I give you … a ballad!” Without further introduction, Prince George opened his mouth and sang, “‘Cherry ripe, cherry ripe.’”


Clara flinched, thinking that he couldn’t possibly be referring to her breasts? Or worse, her nipples?


He sucked in a breath and continued with surprising tunefulness, “‘Cherry ripe! Ripe I cry. Full and fair ones, come and buy.’”


In case anyone was confused by the implication of “full and fair ones,” he waved his free hand in the general area of Clara’s bosom. Guests, musicians, and waiters turned speculative eyes to her cleavage. The princess, who was herself quite buxom, squinted before her brows drew together into a scowl.


Clara was seized by panic. Sweat broke out all over her body, including on her upper lip, where everyone would see it. She stared at the prince, unable to believe that this was truly happening. He had put her up for sale.


Not that she hadn’t been already up for sale—no young lady could fool herself about the nature of the marriage market. But he was auctioning her off like a suspect heifer at a county fair.


She looked around at the circle of avid faces reflecting amusement, shock, and, in some of the debutantes’ faces, gratitude that they weren’t her. Nor would they ever be in her position. Most of them would be scooped up in months.


Her heart plummeted to her feet as shame tightened her throat. She tried to pull away, which merely led to her hand being crushed by the prince’s grip.


“‘Cherry ripe, cherry ripe!’” His Majesty caroled and then paused, seemingly forgetting the rest of the ballad.


When Clara dared raise her eyes, she was met by Princess Caroline’s furious gaze.


She found herself in the grip of an overwhelming wish to never see any of these people again, which led to the realization that she didn’t give a damn if the prince toppled over. She pulled back again, with all her strength. Prince George kept his balance—and her hand.


“We should have a sing-along,” he bawled. “Because … Because …” Along with the words, he had apparently forgotten the reason he began singing. “Ah, I remember! None of you bachelors have looked closely at Cherry.”


Bollocks didn’t cover this humiliation. She didn’t deserve it, not after years of mortification at the hands of this man. Tears stung her eyes as fury replaced shame.


“‘Ripe I cry,’” he sang.


“Darling, why don’t you let Miss Vetry go?” Lady Jersey stepped up to the dance floor in a flutter of skirts and tapped Prince George’s fat chin with a finger. “The lady appears distressed.”


“She’s distressed because no one will marry her!” The prince’s voice carried easily through the entire garden, alerting the few guests who weren’t already spellbound. “From the moment I first saw Cherry—was it six or seven years ago?—I realized that I would have happily taken her to the altar myself.”


“Four,” Clara gasped, as despair swept over her, adding in a whisper, “Only four.”


“Only thing stopping me was that wretched Marriage Act.”


“Schlampe!” Her Majesty spat, turning away.


Clara had no idea what the word meant … but she could guess.


Lady Jersey’s eyes narrowed, and she stepped down from the dance floor. “I have arranged a special entertainment in honor of Their Majesties’ presence at my garden party,” she announced.


“Come on, all of you,” the prince said, ignoring his mistress. “Sing with me or go hang!” He started over. “‘Cherry ripe, cherry ripe. Ripe I cry, Full and fair ones, come and buy!’” Thankfully, no one joined in.


Clara felt as if she were outside her body, watching a garish prince auction off a girl who wasn’t enough to attract a spouse. Not slender enough, charming enough, nor rich enough to be a wife.


Merely buxom enough to be a mistress.


She began struggling for breath, which unfortunately made her bosom swell and the prince’s eyes bulge.


“Loose the doves at once!” Lady Jersey shouted. On the terrace, the butler whisked the cover off a large cage and opened a door, releasing thirty or forty white doves. Diverted, the guests applauded as birds circled the garden like a whirl of snowflakes.


Until a goshawk shot down from the cover of clouds, and the terrified birds scattered. One swooped over Clara’s head, and disgustingly warm white slime splatted on her breasts and slid down her cleavage.


“Bloody hell!” Prince George squealed, dropping her hand and pulling out a handkerchief. He slapped his hand to her chest, pushing the fabric straight down inside her gathered bodice.


The sound of rending fabric followed … and warm fingers curled around her breast. A dark sound of greedy lust, like the snort of a hog, wheezed from his mouth.


Instinctively, Clara jerked away and swung her reticule, hitting the prince as hard as she could, straight in his gut. “Unhand me!”


He fell back a step, taking most of her bodice with him.


Freed of fabric, her breasts jiggled like jellies on a platter. Clara drew the ragged scraps of her bodice together with trembling fingers, but the surviving cloth didn’t even cover her nipples.


Not a single guest stirred to help her. She might have been a butterfly, pinned under glass to be sold at auction. They all stood there staring, their eyes gleaming like brass buttons. Unfeeling, metallic buttons.


Then the silence broke on a raucous laugh; Princess Caroline had finally found something she approved.


Clara pressed her reticule to her chest, but since the small bag was shaped like a mouse’s face, it covered only one nipple. From the corner of her eye, she saw her mother come running from the house into the garden.


“That wasn’t very nice,” Prince George said petulantly, dropping his stained handkerchief and the tattered remnants of her gown to the dance floor.


Lady Vetry arrived, gasping for air, wrenched off her gauzy wrap, and whipped it at Clara’s head. “My daughter is sorry,” she managed.


As Clara took in a sobbing breath, an instinctive response came unbidden to her lips.


“She don’t look it,” the prince retorted. “You said ‘bollocks,’” he told Clara. “Heard it with my own eyes. No, ears. I am shocked to think that a young lady knows the meaning of the word, let alone to hear it from her lips.”


He scowled in a disgusting show of hypocritical displeasure, given that he had used that word when pointing out said appendages on the Roman vase.


Before she could defend herself, he added, “You struck me with that rodent.” He pointed. “You poked me in the belly with wire whiskers. A lady carrying a rodent! What will we see next in polite society? Gingham aprons worn by duchesses?”


As one, each guest turned to their neighbor and agreed that whiskered reticules would never be in fashion.


Clara’s mother mouthed a sharp command.


Clara’s wobbling knees dipped so low that she almost sank to the wooden floor as she forced herself to murmur, “I apologize, Your Majesty.”


He turned, nose in the air. “Brandy,” he ordered as Lady Jersey caught his arm and bore him away.


“You’ve done it now!” Clara’s mother hissed, grabbing her arm.


Indeed.










CHAPTER 3



“There’s a dog in the kitchen!” Fiona squealed, as if their father’s dogs hadn’t followed him everywhere, including the privy.


“That’s Ivy. I shut her in because I don’t want her puppies born in the stables. There are too many rats out there.”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if there were rats in this very room,” Fiona said darkly, walking over to the hearth where Ivy was lying on an old blanket. “She’s an odd animal. Thin as a starved weasel, except around the belly, of course. What is she?”


“A snap-dog bred for rag-racing. The men were done with her, since bitches never race as well after giving birth. They were about to drown her when I happened by.”


Fiona crouched down and scratched Ivy’s head. “It’s a sweet dog you are, aren’t you? No good for anything but chasing rags, and what’s the point of that?”


Ivy nudged her hand. “You are a beauty, a weasel-like beauty,” Fiona crooned, stroking her sleek neck. “At the very least, Caelan, you could put Ivy in a box. Don’t you remember when one of Father’s dogs ran around the Great Hall with puppies dropping out along the way?”


“Mother was wildly offended,” Caelan said, grinning. Their mother had been strident at best, and though she was regularly aggrieved by the state of the world—and her marriage—she never gave up her attempts to civilize the household. She would have been appalled by the state of the castle these days.


“Don’t you dare give the Bean a useless puppy,” Fiona tossed over her shoulder.


“I thought he was Alfie now.”


Fiona straightened up. “I actually feel sorry for Ivy, giving birth in this pigsty.”


Caelan looked around, and while he didn’t think there were any rats, he took her point. His late wife had fussed until he’d put in a Rumford stove, but it showed little sign of use. Shortly after she’d been hired, Mrs. Baldy had informed him that she held with the old ways, by which she meant an open fireplace.


“Caelan!” his sister said sharply. “Do you see that pile of cabbage leaves in the corner? Not the one where Mrs. Baldy piled spare pans—because supposedly it was too much trouble to hang them back up.”


He walked over and kicked the large drift of withered leaves; an indignant squeak suggested he was disturbing a mouse. “I take your point,” he conceded.


“You need a housekeeper. One who will stay in place.”


“As I told you, I hire them, but since Isla died, they never stay. Not until Mrs. Baldy.”


“That’s because they fall in love with you and wither from lack of attention.”


“Nonsense,” Caelan said.


“Remember Mrs. Garnet last fall?”


He shrugged.


“She made up the name. She was one of the unmarried Mclean daughters, and she thought you’d see her flitting around with an apron and feather duster and fall in love with her delectable domesticity. When you paid her no attention, she had a breakdown and had to be sent to the Lowlands for a rest cure.”


“She wasn’t here more than a month or two!”


“She was too young to understand that you were still grieving Isla and had no interest in another woman. Here’s my point, Caelan: you can get anything in London. If we think creatively, we could even order a wife.”


“Absolutely not.”


“Think of getting a wife as a … transaction. We all know there isn’t another Isla out there. I could order you a perfectly sound wife from London, perhaps even one with a dowry. Who wouldn’t want to marry a fairly young, healthy laird? I hear they sell ladies there, two for a pound.”


“God, no.”


“All right, then, a housekeeper.”


“Why from London? Why not hire one here?”


“Because no decent Scotswoman will remain in this castle,” Fiona cried, obviously exasperated. “That dog will be giving birth in the kitchen, won’t she, right there on the blanket? Any minute, from the looks of her.”


“Aye.”


“I need say no more.”


“Why would an Englishwoman stay longer than a Scotswoman? I haven’t met many, but my impression is that they are easily horrified.”


“An English housekeeper who agrees to come all the way to Scotland is desperate. Fleeing an abusive husband, maybe. From what I hear, Englishmen are quick with their fists. What’s more, she’ll stay in place because she won’t have a way to get back home. It wouldn’t be like the Mclean girl, who ran straight back to her mum.”


Caelan scowled. “I don’t want anyone trapped here.”


“I have a confession,” Fiona said, grinning like a loon. “I posted the advertisement a few months ago, and I hired the best of the lot. The woman may be on her way to Scotland already and should arrive by the end of the month. But don’t worry: she won’t be able to say that she wasn’t warned. I described your situation in bald terms.”


Caelan clenched his teeth. He loved his sister. He just couldn’t remember why, since she was an interfering busybody.


“I also ordered you a bathtub from Glasgow,” Fiona added.


“Why? I bathe in the loch.”


“Because you need a housekeeper and a bathtub before a woman would consider marrying you.”


Caelan dropped the dirty plates on the counter, leaned back against the sink, and folded his arms over his chest. “Your expression belongs to our father. No mistaking it.”


Fiona ignored the insult. “The privy off your bedchamber is big enough for a plumbed bath.”


“Plumbed bath? Where would the water come from?”


“Rory mounted a tank on our roof that collects rainwater. It sits atop a stove and heated water flows down to my bath when I turn a spigot.”


“Men are hauling wood up to the attic for your bath?”


“Coal,” Fiona retorted. “The stove is a good, solid one, and a kettleful of coal keeps it warm for hours. Used water goes straight down to the moat through the sewer channel—and that helps clear the pit. It’s a brilliant design.”


“Who’s hauling all that coal?”


“Our footmen!” Fiona cried. “You are living in the dark ages, Caelan. Mother had three footmen, don’t you remember? Isla had four.”


Four footmen? Hell, no. He picked up the dirty plates rather than answer. Mrs. Baldy had apparently been soaking dishes in a pail, so he stuck them in with the others.


“That water is as black as the Earl of Hell’s waistcoat,” Fiona said, promptly pulling them back out and setting them in a tub in the stone sink. “Get me a pail of clean water. I should order you a sink as well. This one must date to the birthday of Bonnie Prince Charles.”


Caelan shrugged, pumped some water, and brought it over, filling the tub.


“I’m getting you a bath and a housekeeper because someday you’ll see a lady coming toward you with dainty feet, shining eyes, golden hair, and a sweet expression—a cherub! You’ll fall in love and ask her to marry you on the spot,” his sister said, grinning because she knew it would snow in hell before that happened.


“I’ve no interest in angels.”


“I know your heart aches,” his sister said, bumping his shoulder with hers. “But it will get better, Caelan.”


He didn’t bother answering, just nudged her to the side and began washing the plates, adding those from the dirty pail as well. If Mrs. Baldy was gone, Fiona was right. He did need help.


Behind them, Ivy yelped. When Caelan turned his head, the dog was standing up and looking at him in confusion.


“Oh, bloody hell,” Fiona muttered. “The puppies are coming.”


“Go fetch the Bean. He’ll enjoy it as much as we did, and it’ll teach him that not everything is born from an egg.”


“I will not!”


“He’d love a puppy,” Caelan remarked, putting the last plate to the side.


“I already put up with that chicken roosting in his bedchamber at night. I’m not adding a dog to the mix.”


“Chickenshit in your son’s bedchamber,” Caelan said musingly. “What would Mother think? Pot … meet kettle.”










CHAPTER 4



“Shredding one’s reputation along with one’s gown might be spurred by failure to find a spouse,” Lady Vetry snarled the moment they sat down in their carriage. She fixed Clara with an eagle’s eye. “But only in pursuit of a husband!”


Clara didn’t bother to reply. She was huddled opposite her mother, trying not to think about the fact that she could still feel the imprint of Prince George’s fingers.


“If you must expose your bosom,” the lady ranted, “why before a married prince? Why not a mere duke? Or even a rich grocer? If you’d lured an unmarried man into fondling you in public, you’d be betrothed this moment!”


“That’s not fair,” Clara protested, praying that the carriage would miraculously circumvent streets clogged with traffic and arrive at their house in the next minute or so. “His Majesty ripped my bodice while groping my breast. I had nothing to do with it.”


“Your response was impetuous and thoughtless, as always!” her mother retorted, her voice rising. “How many times have I begged you to think before you act? Remember that wretched dog, the one you found in a drain, who gave fleas to the boot boy and the cook?”


“Patsy,” Clara said. “That wasn’t the same.”


She didn’t know why she bothered defending herself, since her mother had never hidden her exasperation with the fact that Clara was ungainly, impulsive, and deficient in most ladylike arts. Lady Vetry couldn’t reconcile herself to her only daughter’s inadequacies, since she prided herself on her beauty and grace.


“You’ve been on the market for years!” her mother cried now. “It’s a national disgrace, given the size of your dowry. That absurd reticule made things worse.” She pointed to Clara’s latest creation, as if the bag was responsible for its inability to cover a pair of large breasts.


Clara swallowed hard. She adored the reticules she painstakingly shaped into charming animal faces with wire whiskers, but obviously she wouldn’t be able to carry her favorite mouse ever again.


“Your figure is acceptable, you don’t squint, and you have that bosom, so that’s not the problem. The truth is that beauty is only skin-deep.”


“No one ever fell in love with an attractive pair of kidneys,” Clara retorted, trying not to sound too resentful. When her mother was in a temper, she brooked no disagreement.


“Kidneys?” Her mother narrowed her eyes. “Precisely what I mean! You can’t stop yourself from saying peculiar things. It’s unfortunate that Prince George became so obsessed, but that’s not the reason why you’re unmarried.”


Clara made a tactical decision not to comment, because to her mind, he was the reason she was unmarried. Without his attentions, someone would have come up to scratch, if only to get hold of her dowry.


Market rules dictated that a gentleman without money was in need of a wife.


“The truth of the matter is that you’re an eccentric. I can’t imagine why.” Her mother was as outraged as the prince had been when Clara’s reticule bounced off his round stomach. “I myself am perfectly normal. My mother had a haughty temper, but she never had a fanciful thought in her life! Your father, God rest his soul, was remarkable only for his luxurious sideburns. He read the Bible, and that rarely.”


“Are you criticizing my reticules or my reading habits?” Clara inquired.


“Both, but particularly the reticules!” her mother replied, her voice rising again. “They’re an oddity, don’t you understand? One day you’re carrying a rat, the next a rabbit. No one wants to end up with an eccentric in the family, let alone a woman who reads all the time. A woman like that.”


“Like what?” Clara managed, feeling as if she were choking.


“Like Lady Berne, who dyed the feathers of the estate pigeons bright pink. Or that man who invited his giraffe to tea.”


Clara ran her fingers under her eyes.


“Are you sniveling?” her mother demanded.


“Yes,” Clara said baldly. “You compared me to a pigeon-tinting spinster. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to bring any of my suitors up to scratch, but I don’t think it was the fault of my reticules.” Her breath caught on a sob. “Are we stopping for traffic again? I have to wash. My breasts are covered with excrement.”


“I blame the fashion for teaching young girls to read. Hermione Willis bored me silly, raving about a peanut plant she’s growing in the drawing room.”


“She plans to cultivate peanuts and feed the poor,” Clara said dispiritedly.


“I suppose her charitable zeal is attractive, but she’s ignoring English rain,” her mother scoffed. “Not only are peanuts disgustingly greasy, but they won’t grow here.”


Since all Clara cared to do was lie on a couch and read about ghost-ridden castles, it was no wonder gentlemen flocked around Hermione.


“Whereas you’ve got yourself a reputation for frivolity and oddness,” Lady Vetry continued. “Young men are cowards, you know. They don’t want to be laughed at.”


Clara felt another stab of humiliation. “A man would be mocked for courting me?”


“Put all that’s you together with Prince George’s attentions … Yes. Although it’s irrelevant now. That’s all over.” Her voice trembled with emotion as she patted her chest, for all the world like Sarah Siddons playing Cleopatra stinging herself to death with an asp. “I must face my own failure. At the advanced age of twenty-five, my daughter will never marry into the best circles. I shall make immediate arrangements to sign over your dowry.”


“I needn’t go back?” Clara asked, her voice cracking from pure relief.


“You foolish chit, you can’t go back,” her mother snapped. “The prince is furious; Lady Jersey is outraged. It might have blown over if you hadn’t struck him, but you struck the future King of England.”


“That future king tried to auction me off, then pawed me after a bird excreted on my breast,” Clara said. Still feeling as if she couldn’t breathe, she sat bolt upright on the opposite seat from her mother, her hands shakily straightening the whiskers of her mouse reticule.


“His Majesty assisted you out of pure benevolence,” her mother said. “You should have taken it as an honor and kissed his hand. Look.” She withdrew a stained handkerchief from her reticule. “I saved this for you, a memento of the time when a future king came to your aid.”


Clara snatched the handkerchief, wrenched down the carriage window, and threw it out.


Lady Vetry cried out as if she’d been poked by a wire whisker. “Valenciennes lace, embroidered with the royal crown! Yet another example of your foolish impulsivity. You could have shown that to your children one day!” Her brow crumpled into a scowl. “Yet I ask myself: What children? Who will carry on our august line? Who will marry my daughter?”


Clara had asked herself a version of that question a thousand times since she debuted and had yet to find an answer.


“I can console myself with the thought that I have done everything in my power to find you a spouse,” her mother proclaimed, her voice throbbing. Now she was Lady Macbeth before the queen lost her mind and started washing her hands. “I ordered you an entirely new wardrobe every Season. A month ago I paid a fortune for your new maid, Hortense.”


Clara felt somewhat cheered by the idea of saying farewell to her maid, who brought with her a reputation for buffing pebbles into pearls. She was nice enough, but she had a fake French accent and a conviction that low bodices were vital for catching a spouse.


“She forced me to prepay for the entire Season, arguing that you might elope,” her mother grouched. “Elope! That was never in the cards, and the woman still has five months left on her contract.”


“Hortense would have been a far better prospect on the marriage market than I.”


“The best maids are like that,” her mother said airily. “Perfect manners, perfect waistlines, all the rest of it. In Hortense’s case, she actually has the bloodline, albeit tarnished by scandal and Gallic associations. At any rate, she can chaperone you, since I can’t leave London.”


“I’m leaving London?”


“Of course. As a pillar of society, I shall remain for the Season to mend the family reputation as best I can.”


Clara glanced down and discovered that she’d wrenched out one of the mouse’s whiskers.


“You can use your dowry to buy a spouse next year, if you wish. All the second and third sons already had a look at you, so it’ll have to be someone disgraced. A gambler or a drunk. Depending on the man you acquire, I’ll publicly acknowledge the connection—or not.” Lady Vetry’s lip curled.


Clara had been cursed with an infinite wish to please her mother—together with a complete inability to do it. She tried not to dwell on it, but in truth, her heart had been stamped on so many times that it was as cracked as her dreams of romance.


“What would you think of an actor?” For the last few years, she had nurtured a hopeless infatuation with a spectacularly good-looking actor named Mylchreest.


Her mother jerked in her seat. “Absolutely not! I’ve noticed you attending the same play over and over in order to watch that man perform, Clara. Whomever you … acquire must have a decent heritage. We cannot allow you to pollute a noble lineage that dates back to King Henry VII with the blood of a hempen homespun from Wales.”


Clara had once investigated her mother’s fondest claim about their ancestry and discovered that it didn’t hold water. Her supposedly noble blood traced back to a wealthy merchant who bought the title of baronet from King James for £1,095. Being a shrewd man, he had kept the receipt but scrawled an insult in the margin. Apparently he felt he’d overpaid, since he labeled the king a pilfering swindler.


She hadn’t had any real hope when it came to Mylchreest: he was so handsome that if she ever had the opportunity to speak to him, she would be dazzled into silence. Or blurt out an offer that included the precise amount of money he would receive in return for wedding her. That would be even more embarrassing than being openly marketed for her breasts.


“I could travel to Bath,” she said. Bath was crammed with lending libraries and bookstores.


“You must be joking! I heard last night that Prince George has bought more land around the Royal Pavilion. Apparently he means to plant an onion garden.” Lady Vetry shuddered. “As if he didn’t already reek of the vegetable.”


Onions would be a relief. Clara doubted she’d ever be able to stomach the sickly sweet smell of cherry brandy.


“If you were seen in Bath, everyone would assume that you had succumbed to his advances. Polite society needs time to forget this regrettable incident.” Lady Vetry scowled. “It would be best if you married before the next Season begins and attend at most one or two balls next year, in company with your husband. Someone ferocious.”


Disgraced and ferocious. Marvelous. “Why?”


“Your bridegroom must be good with a rapier. A few duels and everyone will forget about you attacking the prince. Instead, they’ll be worrying about him attacking any man who insults you, including the Prince of Wales, should His Majesty’s inadvisable infatuation continue. Though you might have nipped that in the bud today,” she added on a slightly more positive note.


Why would a peppery man be more interested in her than all the soft-spoken men who regularly forgot her name? Clara turned her head and stared out the window, letting tears roll silently down her cheeks. Long experience told her that her mother responded with irritation to obvious signs of distress.


She didn’t want a bad-tempered husband, a man as available for sale as she was. In fact, she didn’t want to marry at all, nor did she ever want to attend a society event again. But what could she do instead? She wasn’t good at anything other than making reticules.


Back when she and her best friend Torie had first debuted, she hadn’t cared much about being labeled silly and frivolous, since Torie—who couldn’t read—was tarred with the same brush. But now Torie was a viscountess, and her husband had proudly informed everyone in polite society that she was a brilliant painter. The king himself owned one of Torie’s paintings of rabbits.


Clara didn’t have a secret talent that would make a husband proud. All she was good at was reading, and even then she only liked to read frivolous novels, not the enlightening, somber ones. Novels in which a heroine was kidnapped from her convent, fled across France wearing boy’s clothing, and somehow found her way to a duke with flashing eyes who took her in his arms and—


“Wait!” her mother said suddenly. “I have an idea.”


Clara wiped her face and managed a shaky smile. “Yes?”


“Scotland,” Lady Vetry said triumphantly. “Most of them loathe British royalty. They’ll probably throw you a parade because you rebuked a corpulent, lascivious royal!”


“So you do understand why I struck him!” Clara cried, heartened by this show of loyalty.


“Absolutely not,” her mother retorted. “It showed a sad lack of forethought and poor etiquette. It was practically … republican.” Her face lit up. “America! Those rebels will love the fact you attacked the future king.”


“No,” Clara protested. “Lord Durden told me that Boston has more kangaroos than books.”


Her mother scoffed. “What does that fool know? He’s never been farther than Brighton. He certainly hasn’t crossed the sea. What’s more, I’ve never heard of kangaroos, and you know I regularly correspond with a childhood friend living there.”


“Kangaroos are like giant rabbits with whiskers,” Clara explained.


“I don’t want to hear about whiskers ever again,” her mother said flatly. “There are no reticules in your future.” She glowered at Clara. “No reticules and no novels.”


It didn’t seem to have occurred to Lady Vetry that if Clara married someone on the other side of the ocean, she might never see her daughter again. Clara was fairly certain that her mother would consider that a benefit.


At the beginning of every Season, even knowing that she had only a slim chance, Clara had always prayed that a man at the rank of viscount or above would fall desperately in love with her. Anyone at a higher rank than her mother, because the only thing that quelled Lady Vetry’s critical comments was blood bluer than her own.


In more imaginative moments, Clara envisioned her husband reprimanding her mother for unkindnesses. “I fell in love with my wife at first sight,” the viscount would snarl. “I would have married her were she selling flowers at the opera!”


A viscount had fallen in love with her dearest friend … and like all the other available bachelors, he had never taken a second glance at Clara.


“I prefer Scotland,” she stated, taking a deep breath. She refused to imagine a life without novels. She had subscriptions with every press, and they could post new books to Edinburgh, but it would take months for packages to reach Boston.


“I suppose that’s far enough, if you prefer it. We’ll have to dispatch you tomorrow, before gossip filters up the country, though as I say, Scotsmen might embrace the story.” Her mother leaned forward and caught Clara’s eye. “You’ll take any gentleman. Cast your net wide.”


“I’m not sure what you mean by that.” She yanked another whisker from her reticule.


“No man should be rejected on the basis of his age,” Lady Vetry said, settling back in her seat. “Or his figure, schooling, accent, or estate. A vagabond will do, as long as his bloodline is respectable.”


Clara bit her lip. “Where will I stay in Scotland? How am I to meet these aged vagabonds?”


“Don’t be sarcastic,” Lady Vetry snapped. “It’s a most unattractive trait in a lady. Do you remember your old nanny, Mrs. Wisk?”


“She used to read to me.”


Her mother winced. “That started you down the path to eccentricity. At any rate, Mrs. Wisk is a Scotswoman. When it was time for you to have a governess, your sainted father sent her to Scotland to be a companion to one of his relatives, Lady Esther Ferguson, who had been recently widowed. I suppose she’s your great-aunt … or perhaps great-great-aunt?”


“Have you ever met her?”


“Certainly not. I have never seen reason to venture farther than Britain’s exquisite countryside. Your former nanny will be happy to see you, though now I think on it, I believe Mrs. Wisk has gone blind.”


“Oh, dear,” Clara said. “She loved reading.”


“If worse comes to worst, I suppose you can read to her,” Lady Vetry said with a sigh. “I have come to terms with your indolence, Clara, but you must think of your future. Mrs. Wisk won’t last forever, and then what will you do? You have to marry.”


Was she supposed to welcome the prospect of marrying a vagabond with a temper?


“There might be a fuss when you first arrive,” her mother remarked. “It will quickly pass.”


Clara shuddered at the idea of showing up unannounced. “How will I explain why I’m visiting? What if Lady Esther thinks I’m an impostor?”


Her mother scoffed. “You will have my letter, be dressed in an exquisite gown, and be accompanied by a French maid. You don’t suppose that Hortense would allow anyone to offer disrespect, do you? She’ll brazen it out, and you follow her lead.”


Lady Vetry sighed. “Were Hortense my daughter, this would all be playing out very differently.”


Clara burst into sobs.


“Now don’t you wish that you still had His Majesty’s handkerchief?” her mother demanded.
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